
All Americans have a stake in whether the juvenile 
and criminal justice system helps youth turn 

away from crime and build a productive future where 
they become an asset, rather than a liability, to their 
communities. Early interventions that prevent high-
risk youth from engaging in repeat criminal offenses 
can save the public nearly $5.7 million in costs over a 
lifetime.1

Both conservatives and liberals agree that government 
services should be evaluated on whether they produce 
the best possible results at the lowest possible cost, but 
historically these cost-effective calculations have not 
been applied to criminal justice policies. Many states 
have begun to follow the lead of the Washington State 
Institute for Public Policy and examine the degree to 
which they are investing in juvenile programs with 
a proven track record. While states are starting to 
invest more in evidence-based programs, states have 
not always stopped using policies or programs that 
have demonstrated negative results. States should end 
practices that have the unintended consequence of 
hardening youth and making them a greater risk to the 
public than when they entered the system. 

Trying youth as adults is an example of such a flawed 
policy. According to Shay Bilchik, a former Florida 
prosecutor who currently heads the Center for Juvenile 
Justice Reform at Georgetown University, trying youth 
as adults is “bad criminal justice policy. People didn’t 
know that at the time the changes were made. Now we 
do, and we have to learn from it.”2 

Research shows that young people who are kept in the 
juvenile justice system are less likely to reoffend than 
young people who are transferred into the adult system. 
According to both the U.S. Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention and the Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention, youth who are transferred 
from the juvenile court system to the adult criminal 
system are approximately 34% more likely than youth 
retained in the juvenile court system to be re-arrested 
for violent or other crime.3

These findings are not surprising. Youth in the adult 
system receive limited services and often become 
socialized into a culture where their role models are adult 
criminals and violence is a “routine part of institutional 
life.”4 Returning youth to juvenile court jurisdiction 
would save money for state correctional and judicial 
systems in the long run by decreasing reoffending and 
increasing the possibility that youth offenders could 
become productive members of society.5 
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Juvenile Transfer Laws: 

An Effective Deterrent to 
A Message From OJJDP 

In an effort to strengthen the sanctions 

for serious juvenile crimes, a number 

of States have enacted laws increas-

ing the types of offenders and offens-

es eligible for transfer from the juvenile 

court to the adult criminal court for trial 

and potential sentencing. 

These laws have lowered the mini-

mum transfer age, increased the 

number of offenses eligible for trans-

fer, and limited judicial discretion, 

while expanding prosecutorial discre-

tion for transfers. 

Among the principal goals of such 

transfer laws are the deterrence of 

juvenile crime and a reduction in the 

rate of recidivism, but what does the 

research indicate about their effec-

tiveness in addressing these ends? 

Several studies have found higher 

recidivism rates for juveniles convict-

ed in criminal court than for similar 

offenders adjudicated in juvenile 

courts. The research is less clear, 

however, in regard to whether transfer 

laws deter potential juvenile offenders. 

This Bulletin provides an overview of 

research on the deterrent effects of 

transferring youth from juvenile to 

criminal courts, focusing on large-

scale comprehensive OJJDP-funded 

studies on the effect of transfer laws 

on recidivism. 

It is our hope that the information pro-

vided in this Bulletin will help inform 

public discussion and policy decisions 

on the transfer of juvenile offenders to 

adult criminal courts. 

Delinquency? 

Richard E. Redding 

Beginning in the 1980s, many States 

passed legal reforms designed to get 

tough on juvenile crime. One important 

reform was the revision of transfer (also 

called waiver or certification) laws (Grif­

fin, 2003) to expand the types of offenses 

and offenders eligible for transfer from the 

juvenile court for trial and sentencing in 

the adult criminal court.1 These reforms 

lowered the minimum age for transfer, 

increased the number of transfer-eligible 

offenses, or expanded prosecutorial dis­

cretion and reduced judicial discretion 

in transfer decisionmaking (Fagan and 

Zimring, 2000; Redding, 2003, 2005). In 

1979, for example, 14 States had automatic 

transfer statutes requiring that certain 

juvenile offenders be tried as adults; by 

1995, 21 States had such laws, and by 

2003, 31 States (Steiner and Hemmens, 

2003). In addition, the age at which juve­

nile court jurisdiction ends was lowered 

to 15 or 16 years in 13 States (see Snyder 

and Sickmund, 2006), although very 

recently, some States have reduced the 

scope of transfer laws (Bishop, 2004), and 

one State has raised the age at which juve­

nile court jurisdiction ends from 16 to 18. 

In the wake of these legislative changes, 

the number of youth convicted of felonies 

in criminal courts and incarcerated in 

adult correctional facilities has increased 

(Redding, 2003), reaching a peak in the 

mid-1990s and then declining somewhat 

(Snyder and Sickmund, 2006) due, in part, 

to the decrease in juvenile crime. An esti­

mated 4,100 youth were committed to 

State adult prisons in 1999, representing 

1 percent of new prison commitments 

(Snyder and Sickmund, 2006). Sixty-one 

percent of these youth were incarcerated 

for person offenses, 23 percent for property 

offenses, 9 percent for drug offenses, and 

5 percent for public order offenses (e.g., 

weapons possession) (Snyder and Sick­

mund, 2006). Transferred juveniles, partic­

ularly those convicted of violent offenses, 

typically receive longer sentences than 

those sentenced in the juvenile court for 

similar crimes (Bishop, 2000; Kupchik, 

Fagan, and Liberman, 2003; Myers, 2005; 

Virginia Department of Criminal Justice 

Services, 1996). But, they may be released 

on bail for a considerable period of time 

while they await trial in the criminal court 

(Myers, 2005), and many youth incarcerat­

ed in adult facilities serve no longer than 

the maximum time they would have 

served in a juvenile facility (Bishop, 2000; 

Fritsch, Caeti, and Hemmens, 1996; Myers, 

2001). Seventy-eight percent were released 

from prison before their 21st birthday, 

and 95 percent were released before their 
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